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THE STORY OF QUEEN ESTHER. 




CHAPTER I. 

HOW THE JEWS CAME TO BABYLON. 

[EFORE reading the story of Queen 
Esther's life in the palace of Ahas- 
uerus, it will be well to go back 
some years from that time, to the 
days when the Jewish people were carried 
captive into Babylon, which was the be- 
ginning of her family, and many another 
family of the Israelites, making their home 
in the strange land. 

There had been all the horrors of war 



Digitized by Google 



8 HOW THE JEWS CAME TO BABYLON. 

and of famine for God's chosen people : 
and then at last the gates of Jerusalem 
were reluctantly thrown open to the army 
which besieged the city ; the last king of 
the royal house of David was led away as 
a prisoner ; the palace of Solomon, which 
he had built as a temple for the Almighty, 
with its roofs of gold and of cedar, was 
levelled with the earth ; and many of the 
priests were either put to death or dragged 
captive to Babylon. Instead of their own 
beautiful Jerusalem standing gloriously 
upon its mountain height above the cool 
and shady valleys beneath, the Jewish 
prisoners were now forced to dwell in the 
great, level city built upon opposite sides 
of the river Euphrates, with its enormous 
palace, which alone covered the space of 
eight miles, its straight canals bordered 
by rows of willows, its well - cultivated 
gardens, — all so different from their sunny 



Digitized by 



HOW THE JEWS CAME TO BABYLON. 9 

land, where olives and vines grew luxuri- 
ously, even untended by the hand of man. 
Strange people, strange customs, were all 
around the captives, and, as the words of 
the psalm tell us, "By the waters of 
Babylon they sat down and wept, when 
they remembered thee, 0 Sion." 

The Jews, however, seem to have been 
allowed to dwell together, and were not 
sold as slaves ; true, they had to obey if 
their rulers summoned them to their grand 
banquets, that they might sing some of the 
sweet, mournful songs of their own land. 

Daniel was one among other noble 
youths who were taken to Babylon and 
trained in the customs of the Assyrian 
court, and he rose rapidly in the favour of 
several kings who succeeded one another. 
Then came the time when, from a later 
monarch, the order went out forbidding 
prayer to be made for thirty days; and 
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Daniel, choosing to obey God rather than 
man, was cast, as a punishment, into the 
lions' den. But a miraculous power from 
heaven sealed the mouths of the fierce 
beasts, so that they did not harm him ; and 
thus his life was spared, and he rose again 
in honour and distinction. He had a great 
power of understanding the meaning of 
unusual dreams, which were sent by God 
in warning, and twice he was successful in 
interpreting visions to King Nebuchad- 
nezzar. Afterwards, at Belshazzar's feast, 
he explained the meaning of the hand- 
writing on the wall as a sign that his king- 
dom should fall into the hands of the 
Medes and Persians. Of course there was 
great dismay and excitement in the royal 
palace at this interpretation of the strange 
writing ; and that night the prophecy was 
proved true, for the vast troops of the 
Medes entered the great city before any 
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alarm could be given, and thus conquered 
it. There had been no time for resistance. 
So Babylon fell as Isaiah had written: 
"And Babylon, the glory of kingdoms, 
the ornament, the pride of the Chaldees, 
shall be as Sodom and Gomorrah, over- 
thrown by God." 

Many travellers have described the vast 
mounds of earth and fragments of walls 
which were left in after-times to show the 
place where the mighty city once stood ; 
and this destruction was God's punishment 
for the invasion of Judea, and the plunder 
of his temple at Jerusalem. 

The time came when for seventy years 
the Jews had been in the land of strangers, 
those, seventy years which Jeremiah had 
foretold the captivity should last. Cyrus 
the Persian was then ruler over the king- 
dom, and Daniel was one of his most 
powerful counsellors. But the love of the 
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Jewish youth for his own land had grown 
into the deep, faithful remembrance of a 
man; all the honours which had been 
thrust upon him had never made Daniel 
forget his nation, and thus his influence 
was used — under God's overruling provi- 
dence — to induce Cyrus to issue an edict 
which restored the people of Israel to their 
country once more. A joyful company 
set forth, bearing with them those remain- 
ing sacred vessels of the temple which 
Cyrus had given back. Their first care 
was to restore the worship of God, to 
set up again the altar, re-establish the 
proper feasts, and lay the foundations of 
the new temple amid the rejoicings of the 
people. But the building did not greatly 
advance during the reign of Cyrus and sev- 
eral later kings, until the time of Darius ; 
and then, after searching into the records 
for the edict issued by Cyrus, which had 
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commanded that the Jews should be free 
to return to their land, and help should 
be given to rebuild their temple, he re- 
issued the decree, and the second temple 
was at last completed, and a grand feast 
of dedication held. 

But there were some of the people of 
Israel who had lingered on in the country 
where their fathers had been prisoners; for 
they were loath to leave their dwellings 
and possessions, and they had made a 
home among strangers. Any other people 
would perhaps have become separated 
from each other, and have adopted the 
habits of those among whom they dwelt ; 
but the J ews have in all times and in all 
nations clung together by the ties of their 
law and their religion ; and thus, during 
the Babylonish captivity, and in the later 
days of their willing residence in the midst 
of the Persians, they remained a separate 
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people, strongly attached to each other 
and to the old familiar customs of their 
own land. 

Thus we find companies of Jews dwell- 
ing in the cities of the great empire during 
the reign of Ahasuerus — those gorgeous 
Eastern cities of olden time when they 
were in the full glory of their magnificence 
and power. Such was Persepolis, about 
thirty-five miles north-east of Shiraz, of 
which travellers give such glowing descrip- 
tions when they tell of it in ruins : the 
terraced walls, and massive pillars, and 
sumptuous halls, which can now only be 
imagined by the remaining fragments of 
sculptured stone and brick. 

There, too, was Shushan, or Susa, the 
city which is the scene of all we know of 
Esther's history, where the Persian kings 
took up their residence in winter, and in 
which their royal treasures were preserved. 

Digitized by Google 




HOW THE JEWS CAME TO BABYLON. 



15 



Its walls and temples, are supposed, from 
the ruins, to have resembled those of the 
mighty Babylon. Here is the tomb of 
Daniel, where the remains of the prophet 
are believed to rest ; and here are many 
of those curious monuments of the East, 
with their inscriptions cut in the stone. 
The vast halls in which King Ahasuerus 
assembled his guests to view the splendour 
of his riches are now but masses of ruins ; 
and fragments of coloured tiles and bits of 
brick are all that remain of what was once 
beautiful and glorious. 

It may help us to enter into all the 
difficulties and dangers of Queen Esther's 
life in the royal house, and to understand 
fully her fidelity to her own people, when 
she braved the anger of Ahasuerus to 
intercede for them, if we think first of the 
position of an Eastern monarch in those 
far-off days. Here, in our own land, there 
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are ceremonies and courtesies to be gone 
through in approaching royalty, but fear 
and danger, if a king or queen were dis- 
pleased, are not so much as known. But 
then the Persian rulers were accustomed 
to receive the reverence that belongs only 
to God : their anger was the sentence 
of death to the offending person, their 
favour was the means of advancement, and 
was the result of caprice instead of merit. 
Therefore to be high in estimation with 
Ahasuerus upon one day was no safeguard 
for the next ; and as Vashti lost her crown 
through the passion of a moment, Esther 
knew that she too might, for the smallest 
reason, be disgraced, or even destroyed, if 
such were the will of the king. 

Old engravings give us some idea of 
the formality used in approaching the 
monarch. In them we find the royal 
person elevated upon his chair of state, 
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the attendant with his fan behind him, as 
well as other officers. Over the king's 
head there is a canopy, and in his hand 
a sceptre (such as Ahasuerus extended as 
a sign of favour when Queen Esther ven- 
tured unbidden into his presence); and 
beneath him several ranges of attendants, 
the nearest being of course those highest 
in power. 

Seven counsellors were constantly in 
the royal presence, and these are named 
as those " who see the king's face." These 
men were a sort of priesthood, or magi, 
who were regarded by the people with 
awe because of their great knowledge; and 
their learning and authority in all matters 
relating to art and science, and the laws 
of the country, gave them even the power 
of being a slight check on the king him- 
self. These were the counsellors whose 
advice was sought by Ahasuerus when he 
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was enraged with Vashti for refusing to 
appear at his command. 

The kingdom of Persia was very large : 
all the vast tract of land bounded by the x 
Tigris, the Persian Gulf, the Indian Ocean, 
and the Caspian Sea upon its different 
sides, was under the rule of the monarch, 
who could not overlook every part of it ; 
therefore princes, or governors, were ap- 
pointed to manage the affairs of each 
province, and couriers passed between 
them and the city of Shushan, who kept 
the king duly informed of all that went on 
in his dominions, and conveyed his orders 
and messages to them. These were the 
messengers, or " posts," who travelled on 
horses and dromedaries and camels, for 
speed, with the letters written in the name 
of Ahasuerus by Mordecai, when the sen- 
tence against the Jews was reversed. 

The number of servants and officers 
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connected with the court of the king was 
immense. It is said by some historians 
that fifteen thousand persons altogether 
were fed at the royal table ! Every day a 
thousand animals, sheep, oxen, and asses, 
besides a number of fowls, were killed for 
the use of the palace ; and a separate dish 
was placed before each guest, and he was 
expected to take away what he did not 
eat. The banquets were frequent and 
very sumptuous, especially those given to 
celebrate birthdays and marriages. 

The approach to those Eastern palaces 
was through a large unpaved court, which 
led to a gateway decorated with coloured 
marbles ; and those persons who were 
sufficiently high in rank passed through 
this to the great staircase of the second 
court, upon which a grand colonnade 
opened, protected from the sun by rich 
curtains suspended between marble col- 
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umns, and here were placed divans for 
those who were in waiting. 

The state apartments were much more 
magnificent than the others, — the pave- 
ment either mosaic or large slabs of col- 
oured marble, and the divans covered 
with cushions of embroidered cloth and 
golden fringes hanging to the ground. 

The palace allotted to the women is 
smaller, but it has also its court and col- 
onnade, its fountains and gardens, where 
the rose and jasmine grow so luxuriantly ; 
its alcove, which, being raised above the 
pavement, and entirely open and sheltered 
from the sun, offers a pleasant retreat in 
the hot months of the year. 

And so in this luxurious state, in the 
grand old city of Shushan, we must pic- 
ture Ahasuerus in all his magnificence, 
before whom princes and servants bowed 
and trembled as before a god. Here, too, 
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we can think of Mordecai the Jew, dwell- 
ing close by the outer gate that he might 
hear tidings of his niece, who had just 
left his care ; and we can imagine we see 
the timid Esther venturing with beating 
heart and trembling steps into the royal 
presence to plead for her own beloved 
people of Israel. 
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THE GREAT BANQUET. 

ANY hundred years ago the great 
city of Shushan was full of gaiety 
and rejoicing because of the feast 
which King Ahasuerus was hold- 
ing in his royal palace. He was very 
powerful ; and as he was not a Christian 
king, and knew nothing of God, who 
loves the humble but is driven away by 
the pride of men's hearts, he wanted to 
make a display of his riches and glory 
which should prove, to all who visited the 
city, his greatness and grandeur, and cause 
them to honour him still more than they 
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did already. So, in the third year of his 
reign, this king resolved to make a feast 
for his subjects. All the noble Medes 
and Persians were to be present, besides 
the governors over the one hundred and 
twenty-seven provinces which belonged to 
him. In those times a great feast lasted 
some days ; and Ahasuerus chose to keep 
up all this rejoicing for a hundred and 
eighty days, during which he and his 
noble visitors were partaking of the 
richest banquets and drinking choice 
wines. 

When the time had expired, a second 
feast was proclaimed, and this was for all 
the people of the city of Shushan, from 
the lowest to the greatest ; and it was to 
be held for seven days in the court of the 
garden. 

Those Eastern palaces were grand 
buildings, with their lofty roofs and 
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marble floors and cushioned beds, upon 
which, according to the custom of the 
country, people reclined as they ate and 
drank. And as King Ahasuerus gave 
orders that everything should be costly 
and splendid to celebrate this feast, rich 
curtains of brilliant colours such as the 
Persians love, were fastened up by rings 
of ivory between the pillars of marble; 
and beds — or couches, as we should call 
them — made of gold and silver, were ar- 
ranged upon the inlaid floor. The visi- 
tors drank out of golden cups and ate of 
rich meats, which were served up in great 
variety; and as the king sat upon his 
throne looking down upon this scene of 
splendour, his heart swelled with pride as 
he thought, " All this is mine." 

It was not the custom for women and 
men to be present in the same banquet- 
ing-hall; so Vashti the queen held her 
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feast with the ladies of her court, and 
others who were invited from the city, 
in another of the palaces belonging to 
Ahasuerus. 

Not all the servants of the king were 
allowed to act as messengers to the queen: 
there were some specially set apart for 
that purpose, and upon the last day of 
the feast the king called seven of these 
men to him, and bade them bring Queen 
Vashti in before all the princes with her 
golden crown upon her head, that they 
might behold her exceeding beauty. It 
^as not a just or right command; but 
Ahasuerus was not able to act justly at 
that time. The rich wines had excited 
him so much that he did then what he 
would not have done in quieter moments ; 
and so he sent this order by these special 
messengers, and was very angry when 
they returned without Vashti, saying that 
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she refused to come at his bidding. In 
this she was partly right and partly- 
wrong. It was both right and natural 
that she who was accustomed to the 
strict rules of the Persian court, which 
obliged her to live retired from the eyes 
of men, should hesitate and fear when 
this strange command reached her. But 
the king was her husband ; he had a right 
to call for her presence ; and besides, she 
must have known his proud and passion- 
ate nature would be roused by her refusal 
to obey. So that it seems as if it would 
have been more pleasing to God had she 
yielded humbly, however hard it might 
be; and then he would have watched 
over her and kept her from all harm. 
Poor Vashti was a pagan queen; she 
knew nothing about the loving care with 
which God surrounds his people, her 
proud spirit rebelled against the command 
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of her royal husband, and in the presence 
of her guests she very likely took pleasure 
in displaying the courage with which she 
defied him. 

It often happened that there were diffi- 
cult matters to be decided by the king, in 
which he was glad to ask the opinion of 
wise and prudent counsellors ; and some 
of those who best knew the laws which 
their forefathers had made were always 
near Ahasuerus, so that he might summon 
them to his presence whenever it was 
necessary. 

When Vashti refused to appear before 
the assembled princes, the king asked 
these wise men what sentence of punish- 
ment he should pass upon her. It was 
not an offence which a proud Eastern 
monarch would overlook ; and he was 
especially angry then, when he had been 
expending his riches in order to display 
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his power and greatness, and yet his 
own queen dared to show him this public 
disrespect ! Then one of the counsellors 
answered the king, and showed the extent 
of the injury she had done him. It was 
not only her disobedience (so said this 
prince), but the example which she was 
giving to the women of that kingdom, 
that made her offence so great ; and when 
he still further showed Ahasuerus how 
this act of Queen Vashti would be noised 
abroad, the pride of the haughty monarch 
was roused to its full extent, and he will- 
ingly agreed that she should be turned 
away from the palace and her costly gar- 
ments taken from her, and another woman 
be made queen in her place. So an order 
was written in the king's name, forbid- 
ding Vashti to come any more into his 
presence, as a disgrace which was con- 
sidered a fitting punishment for such an 
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act of disobedience; and this was made 
known throughout the city of Shushan, 
and also through every province of the 
empire. 

Vashti must have felt greatly humbled. 
She had to listen to the king's messenger 
as he read out her sentence in the pres- 
ence of all the guests she had invited to 
the banquet and before all her women 
attendants ; and some, no doubt, would 
pity, others blame her, while any who 
had ever felt a dislike to the queen, or 
had envied her position or her rich dress 
or her costly jewels, would triumph over 
her now in her abasement. 

This was how the great feast ended for 
Vashti. The rejoicings had turned to sor- 
row and shame for her. And she knew, 
too, that there was not the slightest hope 
of Ahasuerus being persuaded to pardon 
her, because one of the greatest boasts of 
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the Medes and Persians was that their 
laws and their decrees could never change; 
and the king's command having been 
given for her disgrace, would always 
remain the same. 

In the Scripture narrative we read that 
afterwards the anger of Ahasuerus was 
appeased, and his thoughts turned once 
more to Vashti, and he remembered what 
she had done, and also what she had suf- 
fered. Perhaps he was sorry then for 
the rash command he had given in the 
excitement produced by drinking too freely 
at the great feast. But if he was, it was 
of no avail, because of this unchangeable 
Persian law of which we have just spoken; 
the nobler, higher law of Christianity, 
which teaches us to acknowledge and, if 
possible, to repair the injuries we have 
done, was not known to a pagan king such 
as he. 
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The servants and officers of the royal 
household of Ahasuerus felt that was 
the time for another queen to be sought 
for among the fairest, noblest young 
maidens of the kingdom, so that their 
ruler might not mourn for Vashti. So an 
order was sent throughout all the prov- 
inces, commanding that the most beautiful 
women were to be sought, and brought to 
Shushan, and lodged in a palace set apart 
for their use until Ahasuerus should have 
seen them one by one in turn, and made 
choice of her whom he thought most 
worthy of the dignity of being crowned 
queen. 

There was great excitement throughout 
every part of the vast empire when this 
decree was made known. All the Persian 
maidens would naturally desire to be the 
wife of so great and so powerful a monarch, 
to be lodged in the gorgeous palace, and 
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clad in costly robes and ornaments, such 
as once had adorned Vashti. In their 
eyes it was much such an honour and dis- 
tinction as that which filled the heart of 
Jewish maidens with desire, — the happi- 
ness of being the mother of the promised 
Messiah. But as God selected the meek 
and lowly Mary, who had never dreamed 
of receiving so great a mark of favour, 
from among all the expectant Hebrew 
maidens, so in this earlier history his pro- 
vidence had ordained that the choice of 
Ahasuerus should fall upon a quiet maiden, 
who was not even one of the Persian race, 
but belonged to the Jewish nation, and 
who probably had never expected to re- 
ceive any favour or distinction at all. All 
through the long years of captivity, while 
the Israelites had been mourning over the 
misfortunes of their country, God had 
been keeping guard over them, and had in 
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due time turned the heart of the Persian 
king to set them free ; and now His care 
was extended over the small number of 
Jews who still dwelt in the empire of those 
who had conquered them, and by a won- 
derful chain of events he was about to 
raise them out of their lowly and de- 
spised state. 

Mordecai was one of the Israelitish 
people dwelling in the kingdom of Ahasu- 
erus. It is said that it was in Babylon 
he was found with his fair young niece, 
whom he had loved and protected since 
the death of her own father and mother. 

Among her kindred she was called by 
the Hebrew name of Hadassah, but to 
others she was known by the Persian 
name of Esther, and thus she is spoken 
of in the Scripture story of her life. 
Esther was very beautiful, — so beautiful 
that when the king's messengers were 
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searching throughout the provinces for 
young and lovely maidens who should 
please the eye of Ahasuerus, they heard 
of her also, and brought her away from 
Babylon to the palace in Shushan, as one 
of those from whom he should choose his 
queen. 

One officer had been appointed to re- 
ceive those who were intended to appear 
before the king ; and this man was very 
much pleased with the countenance and 
manners of Esther, and took care to have 
her well lodged in the palace, with seven 
maidens to wait upon her by night and by 
day. It was not known that Esther be- 
longed to the Jewish nation; her uncle 
Mordecai had charged her to be silent 
about it until he gave her leave to speak 
of herself and her people ; and she was so 
obedient that she very willingly attended 
to every command and word of counsel he 
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spoke to her. Mordecai did not forget 
Esther when she had been taken to the 
royal house. He walked in front of it 
every day, that he might know what 
happened; and no doubt he must have 
prayed often that the young Jewish girl 
might be faithful to her God, now that she 
was cast amongst people who did not 
know or fear him. 

So many maidens had been brought to 
Shushan, that it took a very long time for 
each one to pass separately into the pres- 
ence of the king ; but all the months of 
waiting were used in preparing ornaments 
and robes, and sweet perfumes, which 
should increase their beauty in the sight 
of Ahasuerus, and each maiden received 
whatever she desired to adorn herself. 
One by one they were conducted to the 
inner court of the palace, where the king 
awaited them, and then they returned to 
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the keeping of the officers who had charge 
of them until the royal decision was 
made known. 

At last it was the turn of Esther ; and 
she, instead of being anxious about her 
ornaments, asked for nothing, but took 
with sweetness and gentleness whatever 
was given her, making no further requests. 
We hear that she looked exceedingly fair 
and beautiful as she was taken to the 
king's presence, so beautiful that the great 
Ahasuerus loved her more than all the 
maidens who had been brought before 
him, and he chose her directly to be his 
queen, and the crown was placed upon 
her head, and it was made known through- 
out the city of Shushan that Esther was 
to succeed Vashti. There were great re- 
joicings held at the palace, for the princes 
and officers and servants, in honour of the 
royal marriage, a wedding in those Eastern 
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countries being an occasion for the greatest 
display. For several days continual en- 
tertainments are held, at which hired 
dancers and musicians amuse the com- 
pany, and the court-yards blaze with 
illuminations and fire-works at night. On 
the real marriage day the bride and bride- 
groom are magnificently dressed, and 
music and torch-bearers make the streets 
gay; a splendid feast is given, and for 
many days the rejoicings are kept up at a 
great expense. All this is the case in an 
ordinary marriage between persons of 
rank, but for a king such as Ahasuerus 
there would be royal festivities; and 
every one throughout the city, as well as 
in the more distant provinces, would keep 
holiday. Ahasuerus also caused magnifi- 
cent gifts to be distributed by the gover- 
nors amongst the common people, thus to 
add to the general joy. 
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The king did not know even then that 
Esther was one of the Jewish people; the 
secret seems to have been preserved, not 
as a deception, but as an act of wisdom on 
the part of Mordecai, according to God's 
will, until the right time had come for 
her to acknowledge her country, even the 
moment of danger. 

Though Esther was elevated to so high 
a rank, we may be quite certain that she 
had not grown proud and uplifted; because 
if so she would not have been so perfectly 
obedient, and we read that she did in all 
things the will of Mordecai just as when 
she had been dependent upon him. Her 
queenly robes must have covered a very 
loving and faithful heart, which did not 
forget all he had done for her when she 
was alone and friendless. Mordecai did 
not remain in Babylon ; he came with his 
niece to Shushan, and dwelt quite close to 
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the outer gate of the palace, where he 
might watch over her, and be at hand to 
receive any message she wished to send 
him. 

It happened that there were two of the 
lower officers belonging to the royal 
household who had a deep dislike to the 
king, and one day they were speaking 
loudly and angrily together at the gate of 
entrance which was their post as porters, 
and Mordecai overheard them, and found 
from their words that they had formed a 
design to take the life of Ahasuerus. He 
knew that he ought to make this known, 
so he found an opportunity of sending word 
to Queen Esther of this conspiracy ; and 
she told it to the king, who immediately 
ordered his counsellors to inquire into the 
matter, and see if there was truth in it. 

Great pains were taken to make sure 
that Mordecai had spoken truly, and the 
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two men were seized and charged with 
the crime; and as they confessed their 
guilt, there was no room for doubt, and 
they were sentenced to be hanged, as a 
punishment suited to the offence. 

Great books, or rolls of records, were 
kept in all those Eastern countries, in which 
everything of any importance which hap- 
pened during the reign of a king was 
written down; and therefore this act of 
treason was of course registered in the 
book, and it was stated that Mordecai had 
been the man who had saved the king's 
life by giving a timely warning. 

For such a deed some great reward 
would usually be granted, probably either 
a considerable sum of money or a tract of 
land ; but in this case Mordecai's service 
was only acknowledged by some very 
trifling gift. Some historians say that he 
did not even receive the smallest return at 
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that time for the discovery of the treason 
and the information he had given. This 
seemed to happen by chance, but it was 
the way God had chosen to bring about 
his own plans ; and very likely Mordecai 
felt sure of this, and did not feel angry 
at the slight shown him, but went on in 
his quiet life, relying upon the guidance 
of Heaven. 




Digitized by 



Google 



CHAPTER III. 



THE TERRIBLE EDICT. 




[HERE was one man who, among 
I all the princes and governors of 
the Persian empire, stood highest 



Y in favour with King Ahasuerus ; 
and about the time of the royal marriage 
this Haman was advanced to so much 
power that the common people, and also 
those of the king's household, bowed down 
before him as he passed to and fro, just as 
their customs compelled them to do in the 
presence of their monarch. 

But one person, and only one, through- 
out the city of Shushan, refused to pay 
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this homage to Haman, and that was 
Mordecai the Jew, who dwelt at the outer 
gate of the palace. The servants at the 
palace-door reproved him many times; and 
perhaps believing that, as a stranger in 
Shushan, he did not know the rules which 
had been made in that city, they told him 
that this reverence to Haman was shown 
by the order of the king, and that all must 
obey. It was all in vain ; Mordecai still 
refused to bend his knee when the royal 
favourite passed through the palace-gate ; 
and some of the servants called Hainan's 
attention to this, hoping to bring him into 
disgrace and themselves into favour. 

It is thought that Haman suspected 
Mordecai of belonging to the Jewish 
nation, — the nation he disliked and de- 
spised. But whether he did or not, it is 
certain that he was a proud, bad man ; and 
it made him very angry to find there was 
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a person in the whole empire who durst 
refuse him that homage which he received 
by the express order of the king. 

At that time he had no ready plan of 
revenge, but he set a watch upon Mordecai; 
and when he found that he persisted in his 
want of reverence, his dislike turned into 
hatred, and he determined to punish him. 

Death was the common sentence for all 
offences in those times, — so common that 
Haman did not consider it sufficient to take 
the life of Mordecai. Nothing would make 
up to him, he thought, for this act of dis- 
respect but the destruction of every Jew 
throughout the length and breadth of the 
kingdom of Ahasuerus. 

To secure this, he offered to pay into 
the royal treasury ten thousand talents of 
silver if his desire were granted ; and he 
received full power from the king to exe- 
cute his wicked plan. 
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A talent of silver was, according to the 
great historian Josephus, worth £375, — a 
talent of gold worth £648 ; so it was a 
large sum of money which Haman proposed 
to give up for the pleasure of destroying 
the poor Jewish people, and probably he 
offered to do this so that the king might 
not be tempted to refuse his request by 
considering what he should lose from the 
taxes which these people were accus- 
tomed to pay. But Ahasuerus made no 
objections, for Hainan's will was dear to 
him just then ; and he took the ring from 
his hand and gave it to the wicked, revenge- 
ful man, saying, " As to thy money, keep 
it for thyself ; as for the people, do with 
them as seemeth good to thee." 

Haman was greatly rejoiced : it was a 
fresh proof of the royal favour ; it gave 
him the certainty of being rid of the one 
man against whom his heart was inflamed 
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with revenge, and lie proceeded with his 
plans, employing those persons who were 
appointed to be scribes or writers of all the 
king's messages and decrees, bidding them 
send letters to every judge and governor 
throughout the provinces wherever the 
name of Ahasuerus was known, bidding 
them allow the Persian people to rise 
against the Jews, both young and old, men, 
women, and even innocent little children, 
wherever they could be found, upon a cer- 
tain fixed day. These letters, after being 
written and examined, were sealed with 
the king's own ring, so that those who 
received them would understand it was a 
royal command not to be disobeyed ; and 
the same order was posted on the walls 
of the city of Shushan, where wicked 
Haman was engaged in feasting with the 
king in token of his joy at the speedy 
overthrow of the Jewish people. 
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To those who were threatened, it was a 
great alarm to see their sentence flaming 
upon the walls. They were but a small 
handful of people in the midst of the Per- 
sians, and there was no prospect of over- 
coming in a struggle. Mordecai, too, was 
greatly troubled by the destruction which 
threatened the Israelites — perhaps it 
seemed, at the first moment of surprise and 
fear, that God had forgotten his own people. 

The Jewish custom was to make great 
outward signs of grief. They would tear 
their garments, clothe themselves in sack- 
cloth, and putting ashes upon their heads 
as a token of humiliation and sorrow, cry 
aloud as they paced the streets. This, 
then, was how the poor frightened people 
went about the city of Shushan when the 
cruel edict against them was proclaimed ; 
and thus attired Mordecai stationed him- 
self at the outer gate of the palace. 
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His one hope lay within that palace, — 
upon Esther's influence with her royal hus- 
band ; and though he knew how weak and 
faint the ground of that hope was, he be- 
lieved that God's power could bring about 
the salvation of the Jewish people through 
the intercession of their own Jewish queen. 
So Mordecai longed to make his way to 
Esther, and tell her of the anguish and fear 
of her kindred; but he durst not pass 
within the gate, because the laws of the 
city forbade any one dressed in sackcloth 
to come near the royal presence. 

However, his crying and wailing at- 
tracted the notice of those who passed in 
and out, and the news was soon carried 
into the palace that Mordecai was sitting 
at the gate clad in garments of mourning 
and with ashes upon his head. When her 
maidens told this to Queen Esther, it made 
her very unhappy, and she sent servants 
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with proper clothing to him, begging them 
to remove the sackcloth in which he was 
wrapped. 

But when these messengers returned to 
say that Mordecai refused the queen's 
apparel, and would not cease his lamenta- 
tions, Esther grew more alarmed, and, 
sending for the chief officer of her house- 
hold, whom she could trust with any- 
secret communications, she bade him hasten 
to the palace-gate and tell Mordecai how 
much she was distressed by hearing that 
he was sorrowing thus ; and she also told 
the messenger to inquire what calamity 
had befallen him. So the officer went to 
the palace-gate, and found Mordecai there 
in sackcloth and ashes ; and Mordecai told 
all that had happened, — how Haman had 
persuaded the king to destroy the whole 
Jewish people who could be seized upon a 
certain day, how he had even offered to 
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pay in money to the treasury if lie might 
be allowed this revenge, and how the men 
and women of Israel were mourning and 
weeping throughout the nation. The 
servant whom Queen Esther had sent to 
Mordecai must have been in her confidence, 
and known to what people and country 
she belonged. Very likely her sweetness 
and gentleness had made him willing to do 
her any service, so that he did not betray 
her to others of the household; and he 
returned with a copy of the order for the 
destruction of the Jews, which had been 
placed upon the walls of the city, and a 
message from Mordecai telling her she 
must go to the king and intercede for her 
people. 

The queen was frightened, for it was 
known throughout the country that if any 
one — even the greatest prince — should 
enter the king's inner court without being 
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sent for, he should instantly be put to 
death. Only one thing could possibly save 
any who had done this : if the king should 
hold out his golden sceptre, it was a sign 
of mercy and pardon which would spare 
his life. How then could Esther plead 
for her people with Ahasuerus ? Thirty 
days had passed without him sending for 
her into his presence, and she dared not 
venture to approach him ; so she sent back 
the messenger to remind Mordecai of this 
law, and to show him how impossible it 
was for her to help her people in their 
trouble and distress. 

When Mordecai heard her message, he 
sent word to her that she must take cour- 
age to do what he asked. He said, too, that 
if she failed to help her own nation, then 
it would be delivered by some other means, 
while she and her family would fall from 
their high estate as a judgment from God 
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for her want of fidelity; and he begged 
her to think that probably it was for this 
very purpose of saving the Jewish people 
that the divine providence had brought her 
to the position of queen. No doubt Mor- 
decai was quite right. God, who watches 
over all his creatures, had foreseen the ca- 
lamity of his own chosen Jewish people, 
and had determined to save them by means 
of Esther's influence with King Ahasuerus. 
Although God can do all things, it is his 
way to use different instruments to bring 
about his plans. Sometimes it may be a 
child — a little weak child — who is made 
the means of doing God's work; some- 
times it is a word written or spoken, as it 
seems by chance, and yet there has been 
no "chance" in it, — it is all part of the 
good purpose of the Almighty from the 
beginning of the world. 

What a blessed, happy thing it is, to be 
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useful to God ! — to be an instrument in his 
hand for bringing about what he means to 
happen I And Esther thought of this when 
Mordecai's last message reached her ; for 
she seems to have hesitated no more, but 
to have sent word to her uncle to gather 
together all the Jews in the city of Shushan 
to pray for her, while she and her maidens 
should fast for three days, and pray also, 
and then she would go in and plead with 
King Ahasuerus. You see that Esther 
knew the power of prayer. There is nothing 
to be done without it, and there is nothing 
which will not be done with it; for humble, 
trustful prayer to God, will lift us above 
every sorrow, help us through every diffi- 
culty, and keep us straight upon the path 
to heaven. Even if we do not get the 
very thing we ask for, or if we have to 
wait so long that our patience and confi- 
dence are ready to give way, we must try 
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to be quite sure that God is listening, 
and that when it is the best time he will 
do what we want, if it is good for us. 

Accordingly Mordecai asked the people 
to fast, after the manner of their country, 
casting themselves upon the earth in their 
garments of mourning, as they besought 
God to look with mercy upon them in 
this day of peril. At the same time 
Esther was offering up her prayers that 
she might receive help from Heaven to 
brave the anger of the king, and that God 
might soften his heart towards her; and 
while she prayed, she abstained from all 
the delicate meats and drinks which were 
put before her during those three days and 
nights. When the time had come to plead 
her cause before Ahasuerus, the queen 
changed her garments for the richest 
apparel, because the king delighted to.see 
her adorned. Thus, and taking two hand- 
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maidens with her, she left her chamber 
and went to the hall of Ahasuerus, where 
he was sitting upon a throne in all his 
grandeur, with his servants at his feet. 

Esther trembled under his glance, as 
she knelt before him, glittering in her 
costly robes which she had chosen to 
please his eye. Old histories tell us that 
his expression was so fierce that all the 
colour left her cheeks, and she sank faint- 
ing to the ground; and that Ahasuerus was 
alarmed, and in a moment his wrath turned 
to mildness, and all in haste he sprang 
from his throne and raised her up, sooth- 
ing her with gentle words until she came 
to herself. " Thou shalt not die," he said. 
" The law is not for thee, but for others." 

Then Esther began to regain her cour- 
age, and as Ahasuerus extended to her the 
golden sceptre for a sign of pardon, she 
drew near and kissed it. 
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Then he said to her, "What is thy 
request ? " and even promised that should 
it be a favour so great as to ask for the 
half of his kingdom it should be granted. 

Esther knew then that she was not to die 
for transgressing the law which forbade 
any one to approach the king unsought ; 
but she still felt timid and fearful because 
of the greatness of the request she had to 
make. It seemed as if she dared not tell 
her secret and plead for her people — it 
would be perhaps easier another day; so 
she humbly asked Ahasuerus to come to 
a banquet she had prepared, and to bring 
with him Haman also. 

The king consented, and sent messengers 
to his favourite, bidding him obey the 
queen's will ; and at the appointed hour 
they both went to Esther's apartments, 
where they partook of the choice dainties 
which she had ordered to be served to them. 
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Ahasuerus was evidently fond of ban- 
queting, and the dishes which appeared 
were pleasant to his taste ; the wine, too, 
was such as he loved, and, after drinking 
freely, he was still better disposed towards 
Queen Esther, and again he asked what 
request she had to make, promising that 
however great it might seem it should 
most surely be granted. 

Once more Esther hesitated to press her 
petition. If we wonder she should do so, 
and if it seems to us that she was lacking 
in courage, we must remember that a for- 
midable task lay before her. Not only 
had she to ask a great favour, one which 
was directly opposed to the will of the 
powerful Haman, but she had to tell 
her secret — that she, an unknown Jewish 
maiden, whose ancestors had been^ carried 
captive to Babylon, was there as a queen, 
the queen of Ahasuerus ! She knew that 
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if he became angry he might destroy her 
without delay; and she was young, and 
would naturally tremble at the thought of 
a sudden, cruel death. But still worse 
would it be if she, who longed to help her 
people, should fail, and then they would 
be slain without mercy, and Hainan's 
triumph would be complete. All this, it 
is probable, passed through Esther's mind 
as the king urged her to make known 
her petition; and so she tried to delay 
yet a little longer, until she should know 
better what words to use as she pleaded 
for herself and her friends ; and begging 
Ahasuerus to come to another banquet on 
the next day, and to bring Haman along 
with him, she promised that then she 
would surely make known the favour 
which he had power to grant. 
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CHAPTER IV. 
haman's punishment. 

^^AMAN'S love of distinction and 
favour was so great that it did 
not matter from whom he received 
it, — to him it was all a sign of his 
greatness and grandeur; so that when 
Queen Esther chose him to come with the 
king to her banquet it puffed him up with, 
pride, because he believed she deemed him 
more worthy of honour than any other 
prince or noble of the court. 

He went home from that first feast in 
high good-humour, intending to boast to 
all whom he knew of the favour which 
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was shown him ; but as he passed through 
the outer gate of the palace all the joy 
faded from his countenance, for he caught 
a glimpse of Mordecai, the detested and 
despised Jew, sitting there without showing 
him one mark of respect, though all others 
saluted him on bended knee. Haman 
was very angry ; it seemed to touch him 
then as a sort of silent proof that he was 
not so great as he considered himself, and 
that one man dared to show him this. 
However, he tried to turn his mind to 
the great revenge which he should have 
ere long ; and then, with the Jews extin- 
guished from the nation and Mordecai 
destroyed, there could surely be nothing 
in the way of his greatness and dignity. 

So Haman passed on to his own house, 
and to gratify his self-esteem he called for 
his wife and his friends and gave a history 
of his wealth and glory, boasting that he 
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was second only to Abasuerus ; and then 
he added that Queen Esther favoured him 
above every prince or noble of Persia, 
for that she had invited him alone to 
accompany the king to a banquet, and 
that he was again bidden to be her guest 
upon the succeeding day. 

At last he could think of nothing more 
of which to boast, and so his mind came 
back to the annoyance he had received 
after quitting the royal presence that very 
day, and he declared that his. wealth and 
power and favour lost all their pleasure 
and sweetness so long as Mordecai the 
Jew was sitting at the palace-gate. 

It is always so with people who give 
themselves up to ambition ; their time is 
spent in grasping what they covet so 
greedily, and then, after all the effort and 
anxiety and misery of the struggle, when 
the prize they have tried for seems within 
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their grasp, there is always some secret 
annoyance or some open grievance which \ 
they feel keeps them from the enjoyment 
of all they have gained. This is God's 
punishment of this eager, covetous spirit. 
Though he likes to see us active, industri- 
ous, and brave in seeking to accomplish 
any good purpose we have in view, our 
desires must be kept under his most holy , 
will. We are to work and to strive for the \ 
high and the noble, to do our best in the life- 
work which is ours ; and then, having done 
all we can, we must patiently and quietly 
wait for God to give or withhold success 
as he deems right. But all this refers to 
the effort which has in view some proper 
end : the labour to secure favour, and 
power, and empty honour can surely never , 
secure God's help and blessing. As it 
was in Hainan's case, so it will be always : 
even if the desire be granted us it will 

4 

Digitized by Google 



HAMAN'S PUNISHMENT. 



63 



bring its own misery with it; and the 
great, rich, royal favourite was a wretched 
man that night as he sat and complained 
to his friends that Mordecai refused to 
yield him the homage which was his due. 

His wife, and those who listened to his 
murmuring, strove to soothe his anger tgr 
putting into his mind a means of very 
quickly ridding himself of the offender; 
and their advice was that he should have 
an immense beam prepared, fifty cubits 
high, and that the very next morning he 
should obtain the king's permission to 
have Mordecai hanged upon it. 

It did not seem at all probable that 
Ahasuerus would refuse his favourite's 
request : having granted the edict against 
the Jews, he would surely not set any 
value upon the life of one among them, 
and therefore Haman expected to go joy- 
fully to Esther's second banquet, after hav- 
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ing witnessed the death of Mordecai. So 
he ordered the beam to be prepared — a 
great strong beam, which lay in his house 
all night in readiness for his evil purpose. 
He never thought that his scheme could 
be thwarted, because he felt certain of 
gaining the permission of Ahasuerus, and 
no fear of God's interposition crossed his 
mind ; so he rested calmly and happily till 
morning— happy in the horrible certainty 
of speedy revenge I 

That night there was perhaps some dis- 
turbance in the royal household, for Ahas- 
uerus, whose will was law, and who might 
not be contradicted in the smallest desire, 
could not sleep ; and though he was great, 
and grand, and powerful, and surrounded 
by crowds of attendants who flew to do 
his bidding, the king was as powerless 
then as any poor weak little infant in his 
hty empire to force his eyes to close 
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in quiet rest. At last, in his impatience 
and weariness, he called one of his attend- 
ants to read to him from the records of 
the events of the lives of the Persian 
monarchs ; and by chance, as it seemed, — 
though God's hand was in it all unseen, — 
the book was opened at that time in his 
own history when the two royal porters 
had planned to take his life, and had been 
overheard by Mordecai as he sat at the 
palace-gate. 

Ahasuerus listened, and his brow dark- 
ened with the remembrance of that daring 
treachery; and then a strange, sudden 
light, seemed thrown upon Mordecai's 
share in the business, and for the first 
time he realized that he really owed the 
preservation of his life to that man. So 
he stopped the reader, and bade him pass 
on to the record of his reward. The pages 
were scanned, but nothing appeared to 
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show what had been done in return for 
his fidelity to the king ; so they answered, 
" He hath received no reward at all." 

Either Ahasuerus saw the injustice of 
such treatment, or else his proud spirit 
chafed at the thought that he — the great 
ruler — was under any obligation to this 
unknown man. He was about to speak, 
when a step sounded upon the marble 
pavement of the inner court ; and knowing 
it must be one of his counsellors, the king 
commanded that he should approach. 

It was Haman — cruel, crafty Haman — 
who had come thus early to petition for 
the execution of Mordecai, because it 
seemed that the time of revenge could not 
come soon enough for his impatience ; and 
so he passed into the presence of Ahasue- 
rus, little imagining the thought which was 
uppermost in the kings mind. 

Then said the king, "What shall be 
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done to the man whom the king de- 
lights to honour?" Hainan was so filled 
with self-love, that it would have been 
impossible for him to think there was a 
man throughout the kingdom excepting 
himself whom Ahasuerus should desire to 
favour ; so he answered quickly that the 
man whom the king delighted to honour 
ought to be clothed in royal apparel, and 
set upon one of the horses belonging to 
Ahasuerus, and that a golden crown should 
be placed upon his head. But even this 
was not enough glory for a nature such as 
his : he added, that the first among the 
princes should lead the horse, and go thus 
through the chief streets of the city, cry- 
ing aloud, "Thus shall he be honoured 
whom the king delighteth to honour." 

How great must have been the humi- 
liation to this ambitious man, when in the 
ears of all the listening attendants Ahas- 
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uerus spoke, and instead of hearing the 
mention of his own name, Haman was 
startled by the sound of that name which 
was uppermost in his own mind, because 
of the wicked purpose he was expecting to 
carry out that very day ! " Make haste, 
and do as thou hast spoken, to Mordecai 
the Jew, who sitteth before the gate of 
the palace," said the king. Yes ; it was 
indeed so. The very man whom he hated, 
whom he had plotted to kill, was to be 
exalted thus, and by his own words too. 
Much as Haman could influence the king, 
he dared not utter a word against this com- 
mand. He had overreached himself by his 
grasping ambition, as such people always 
do sooner or later ; and nothing remained 
but to go forth and array Mordecai in 
royal garments, and lead the horse upon 
which he sat through the city, proclaim- 
ing the honour in which he was held by 
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Ahasuerus. As he did so, Haman was 
cursing his rival in his heart ; and when 
the triumphal procession had passed 
through all the streets of Shushan, and 
Mordecai returned to the palace-gate, he 
hastened to his own home, mourning and 
covering his head, as the sign of sorrow 
and humiliation. 

In his misery and envy, the wretched 
man again consulted his wife and his 
friends ; but they had neither comfort nor 
help to offer him. Indeed, they prophe- 
sied that as he had once begun to fall 
before a man who belonged to the Jewish 
nation, he would sink lower and lower, 
until he perished in Mordecai's sight. 
Haman heard them with dismay; the 
honour and glory which he prized so much, 
and for which he had striven, seemed turn- 
ing to dust and ashes beneath his touch. 
But as they spoke, the king's servants 
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came hastily in, saying that the queen's 
banquet was ready. Haman had expected 
to feast that day with a merry heart, after 
seeing his enemy die upon the gallows 
he had prepared ; now he must still go, 
in the midst of his rage and shame, for 
the royal command could not be evaded. 
His garments were rich, he reclined on 
the downy cushions of the Eastern couches, 
dainty meats were served, and rare wine 
was poured out by the attendants; yet, 
in the midst of all the luxury and splen- 
dour, Hama^n was suffering the terrible 
torments of envy and revenge, and the 
wickedness of his heart became greater 
than before. No one knew all this ex- 
cepting God, who had already begun his 
punishment, and who so soon was about 
to destroy him for his great sins. If his 
countenance was sad, Ahasuerus did not 
notice it, for he was merry after feasting ; 
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and said once more that any request 
Queen Esther had to make should be 
granted her ; however great might be the 
favour, she should receive it, even to the 
half of his kingdom. 

Then Esther knew it was the time — 
God's time — for her to plead boldly for 
the Jewish nation, and she made her re- 
quest for her own life and the lives of her 
people. She told how they were given 
up to be slain upon a certain day, and this 
by one man — an enemy whose cruelty was 
very great, and who exercised it in the 
name of the king. It would seem that 
Ahasuerus had forgotten the time when 
Haman had asked for the destruction of 
the Jews. Perhaps he had thought so 
lightly of the lives of those Israelitish 
men and women, with their children, that 
they were as nothing to him. But now, 
when Esther, in all the grace and beauty 
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which pleased his eye, claimed them as 
her kindred, her very own with whom she 
must live or die, the injustice and cruelty 
impressed him; and he asked who was 
this one cruel enemy of whom the queen 
spoke, and by what power he did such 
things. 

Then Esther rose up from her place at 
the feet of Ahasuerus, and standing by 
him, pointed to Haman. " This is the man 
who has persecuted us ; this is our enemy, 
this most wicked Haman," she exclaimed. 

At that moment the wretched Haman 
thought of the prophecy of his wife and 
friends : it was coming true already. He 
had begun to fall when Mordecai was led 
by his own hand in triumph round the 
city ; he was sinking fast now when Esther 
denounced him to the king. Rage, shame, 
despair, all the bitter feelings of his heart, 
were expressed in his face then. He could 
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not bear the glance of the queen, or the 
angry countenance of Ahasuerus, and he 
raised his hands to his head, as one who 
was undone and would tear his hair in his 
utter misery. 

The hall in which the feast had been 
held led into a garden set with trees, and 
the king rose up from the table and strode 
past Esther and past Haman in his anger, 
and went into the garden, to think there 
alone how he should punish his former 
favourite. 

Although he knew his danger, and felt 
sure he should fall under the sentence of 
his royal master, Haman had still one 
hope. Honour, glory, and position were 
gone, but he loved life even then ; and he 
fell prostrate at the feet of Esther, as she 
reclined upon her couch, and entreated her 
to beg that he might be spared from death. 
Thus Ahasuerus found him, and his wrath 
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burst out afresh, because Haman should 
dare approach his queen. One of the 
servants who were standing by saw that 
the king was furiously angry, and he spoke 
and said, " Behold the gibbet which he 
hath prepared for Mordecai, who spoke 
for the king, standeth in Haman's house, 
being fifty cubits high." 

In a moment Ahasuerus answered, 
"Hang him upon it." The man whom 
he had favoured and raised above every 
prince and noble of the kingdom was de- 
testable to him then, for hatred had come 
in the place of favour; and thus the 
wretched Haman was dragged out from 
the king's presence, and hanged upon the 
very gallows he had made ready with ex- 
ultation for Mordecai. 

We do not hear that any one mourned 
for him. The many who had bent the 
knee before him when he was great in 
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authority, forgot him in the moment of 
his degradation — perhaps even rejoiced 
over his downfall. What a lesson we 
have here of the worthlessness of human 
esteem — that esteem which we, every one 
in our own way, prize so much I We may 
not be ambitious of high honour and dig- 
nity like Haman, we may not be envious 
of those who seem to stand in the way of 
our advancement, but we do all think too 
highly of the favour of man. We are too 
anxious to secure it, and too much cast 
down when it is withheld ; yet God is con- 
stantly teaching us, by our own experience 
as well as by many a history of past days, 
that only one thing is worth desiring, only 
one thing is to be sought after ; and that 
is his almighty favour and protection. 
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THE ADVANCEMENT OP MORDECAI. 

j7Kfi|AMAN, the once great prince and 
[E3d favourite, was dead; but Ahas- 
uerus did not repent of the 
sentence which had been exe- 
cuted upon him : that very day he gave 
his house to Queen Esther as her own 
property, which she should use as she 
would. She had told the king her history 
then, for there was no longer any reason 
to withhold it ; and she was glad to claim 
her people and her God once more. And 
then she spoke of Mordecai, — of his care 
and love when she was left without father 
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and mother, and how he had watched over 
her up to the time when she found favour 
with Ahasuerus, and became a queen. 
Perhaps all this would have been a cause 
of offence to the king at another time; but 
Esther was high in his favour then, and 
all that she said pleased him, and he sent 
for Mordecai to come into his presence. 

The ring which had been given to 
Haman, with which to seal the orders for 
the execution of the sentence against the 
Jews, had been taken from him when he 
was hanged, and returned to the king; so, 
when Mordecai knelt before him, Ahas- 
uerus gave this ring into his hands as a 
sign of his royal favour. How happy 
Esther must have been to see her uncle 
receiving honour from the king! She had 
' pleaded for the lives of her kindred, but 
she had asked no advancement for her 
own household, yet it had come unsought, 
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and Mordecai was in the place of Haman, 
who had hated him so bitterly. 

She too could now, in a measure, repay 
the kindness which had shielded her 
childhood ; so she placed Mordecai at the 
head of the house of Haman, which was 
her own by the gift of Ahasuerus. To 
the palaces of the great there always be- 
longed an officer who superintended all 
matters, and had the control over the 
domestics, and whose apartments were 
spacious and handsome. This was the 
position, therefore, which Esther gave to 
her uncle ; and his elevation was a cause 
of delight to her, and to all the Jewish 
people who dwelt in Shushan. 

Yet she was not satisfied. That terrible 
edict was still posted on the city walls, 
and upon the walls of every city through- 
out the kingdom ; and as the Israelitish 
people passed to and fro, and looked upon 




Google 



Digitized by 



THE ADVANCEMENT OF MORDECAI. 79 

the order for their destruction, they wept 
for themselves and for their children. 

And Esther knew this, knew the des- 
olation which filled the hearts of Jewish 
women, as they thought of the fate of 
their little ones ; and though she was safe 
and high in favour with her royal hus- 
band, while her uncle Mordecai ruled over 
the house which belonged to her, she 
could not forget her kindred, and their 
sorrow was also hers. 

So the young queen ventured to appeal 
again to Ahasuerus; and casting herself 
down at his feet she wept, and moaned, 
and entreated him to undo the work of 
Haman, and command all the governors 
of the provinces to take down the edicts 
which were posted upon the walls, and 
declare them to be of no effect. 

Ahasuerus had already granted much 
to Esther, and, with a nature like his, it 
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would not have been wonderful had he 
become angry at her renewed pleading, 
and destroyed both her and those whom 
she loved. But God's power over his hard, 
cruel heart was infinite, and once more he 
stooped from his throne and extended the 
golden sceptre to her. Then Esther rose 
from the ground, and begged still harder : 
she told the king that the day was ap- 
proaching upon which the Jews were to 
be slain according to the decree issued in 
his name by Haman, and she implored 
him to send new letters throughout the 
kingdom which should prevent the mas- 
sacre of her people. 

Ahasuerus pitied her distress. It was 
not that he cared for the Jews who dwelt 
in his kingdom ; but Esther was dear to 
him, and he was willing to grant any re- 
quest which should dry her tears. So he 
spoke to Mordecai, and bade him write to 
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the Jewish people according to his own 
pleasure, and the letters should be sealed 
with the royal ring ; because no one dared 
disobey any command which went out 
bearing this sign of the king's consent to it. 

A number of men were kept in the 
household as scribes, to whom was en- 
trusted the writing of all the letters and 
papers which were necessary to be sent 
from Ahasuerus to his servants and 
officers in distant parts of his kingdom ; 
and Mordecai immediately went out from 
the royal presence and called for these 
scribes, and letters were written accord- 
ing to his own pleasure. They were 
written first to the Jewish people who 
were scattered about in the great king- 
dom, bidding them lament no more, but 
put off their sackcloth, and take the ashes 
from their heads, and rejoice, because 
Haman, who had sought their destruction, 

(497) 6 
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had been himself destroyed, while the 
king regarded them with favour, and re- 
versed the commands which had been 
before sent out. And then every gover- 
nor, and judge, and ruler — all who had any 
authority throughout the provinces which 
belonged to Ahasuerus — received the order, 
sealed with the king's ring, bidding them 
not only to spare the Jewish people, but to 
assist them to rise and destroy those who 
had been their enemies. It was a mighty 
kingdom, extending from India to Ethi- 
opia, and letters took long to travel in 
those ancient times; for they were con- 
veyed by men who could run swiftly, and 
who, after going a certain distance, were 
replaced by others, and thus they reached 
at last the place for which they were in- 
tended. But Mordecai was in haste to put 
an end to the fear of the Jewish people, 
and to make their triumph known through- 
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out the land ; so camels and dromedaries 
were sought for which should travel more 
speedily, and thus the new messages were 
taken to the different rulers of the nation 
which was subject to King Ahasuerus. 

There was great joy among the Jews 
in Shushan when the changed order was 
seen upon the city walls; and Mordecai 
went out from the king's palace dressed 
in royal apparel, such as befitted his new 
position. We hear that he wore a garment 
of violet and blue, and a cloak of silk 
and purple, and a golden crown was upon 
his head; and as he rode on horseback 
through the streets of the city, with his 
guard of soldiers around him, the Israelit- 
ish people flocked out from their homes to 
greet him with every mark of honour and 
reverence, while Esther looked on from 
the outer court of her apartments, well 
pleased at his triumph. 
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As soon as the king's commandment 
was known throughout all the provinces, 
there was wonderful rejoicing in the fam- 
ilies which had so lately dwelt in fear and 
distress. Every one, according to their 
rank, prepared feasts, and there were 
dancing and many signs of outward joy. 
In that country, when any public festival 
is held, the houses are adorned with rich 
carpets and cushions, and the court-yards 
blaze with illuminations; and it is prob- 
able that the Jewish people would cele- 
brate their great triumph with all the 
magnificence of the Persians, among 
whom they had dwelt so long. It was 
also made the occasion of great religious 
ceremonies ; for the Jews rightly felt that 
it had been God's doing that they were 
thus delivered from the sentence of death, 
and they accordingly thanked and praised 
him. And many people who did not 
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belong to their nation were desirous of 
joining in their worship; for they felt a 
great fear of offending the God of the 
Jews, who had shown himself so great an 
avenger. 

Now, as Ahasuerus had given orders 
throughout the kingdom for the governors 
of the cities to assist the people of Israel 
to fall upon their enemies, they gathered 
themselves together on the day which 
Haman had fixed to destroy them, ready 
to attack those who had sought to shed 
their blood. It seems sad that they, 
the chosen people of God, whom he had 
so mercifully delivered from those who 
oppressed them, should immediately rise 
against their enemies ; but those were the 
days of the old law, when death was 
the punishment of nearly every offence, 
and Christ, the Prince of Peace, had not 
yet come into the world to teach the for- 
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giveness of enemies, and the return of 
good for evil by pardoning those who 
offend us. Therefore, at this time, by 
the permission of Ahasuerus, the Jewish 
people were made the means of executing 
public justice ; for, as the plot of destroy- 
ing their whole nation would be deemed 
a crime which must be punished by the 
very same death, they would feel them- 
selves only engaged in a righteous act, 
because they were ridding the world of 
bad and sinful men. The governors and 
rulers of the different cities of the empire 
durst not protect their own people, because 
they feared to fall into disgrace with 
Mordecai, who was now the favourite of 
the king; so, to please him and stand 
well with him, they were forced to assist 
the Jews to gather themselves together 
for this terrible work, and to extol them 
and praise them before all men. So the 
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day came, and there was a fearful 
slaughter; those who had planned against 
the Jewish people were now striving to 
escape from their hands ; the sound of 
mourning and desolation rose from the 
hearts and lips of Medes and Persians, 
instead of the exultant sounds of victory 
they had expected to proclaim upon that 
day. The city of Shushan was a scene of 
confusion and bloodshed; men were struck 
down by hundreds within its walls, some 
aged and infirm, others young, strong, and 
noble. 

The Jewish people did not touch the 
goods of the slain. They had permission 
to do so, and to keep as their own the 
property of those who had been at enmity 
with them; but theirs was not a contest 
for wealth or gain. They believed them- 
selves to be avenging the cause of God; 
and though they wished to take the lives 



Digitized by 



88 THE ADVANCEMENT OF MORDECAI. 

of those who had offended him, they 
would not have anything to do with their 
riches. 

When the news was taken to Ahas- 
uerus that in Shushan alone five hundred 
men of the city had been slain in that 
one day, besides the ten sons of Haman, 
he knew that there must have been still 
greater bloodshed throughout the pro- 
vinces over which he ruled, and sending 
for the queen, he asked her if she was 
now content, or whether she had any 
further favour to beg at his hands. 

To us who live in modern days, when, 
happily, people have learned to dread 
scenes of strife and bloodshed, it seems 
almost impossible to understand how 
Esther could desire more. We should 
rather hear that she wept for the desola- 
tion throughout the land, even though it 
was not among her own kindred, and be- 
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sought Ahasuerus to command that the 
struggle should be stayed. But the 
young queen had been trained up under 
the old strict law of Hebrew justice ; in 
those Median and Persian people she saw 
the enemies who had planned to destroy 
the Jewish nation, Gods nation ; she 
saw in them those who might on some 
other occasion recover the favour of the 
fickle-minded king, and then wreak their 
fury upon her own race ; and it seemed 
to her that death was the fitting return 
for their wicked scheming, and that their 
death would be the greatest safeguard for 
the Jewish nation. So, though Esther 
was young, and fair, and good, and truly 
served God, she had but the spirit of 
those early days, which called for justice, 
and not mercy ; and she begged her royal 
husband to allow the Jews to slay their 
enemies during one more day, and further 
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that the ten sons of Haman might be 
hanged upon the gibbet, so that thus his 
name might perish for ever. 

Ahasuerus acceded to Esther's request, 
and upon the next day the Jews in the 
city of Shushan killed three hundred men. 
But again they did not lay hands upon 
their goods; and in every town the 
Persians were falling in such numbers 
that more than seventy-five thousand were 
slain throughout the empire of the great 
king. 
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MORDECAI REMEMBERS HIS DREAM. 

|HE changes which had taken place 
in the city of Shushan were very 
wonderful, — so wonderful that 
God's overruling providence alone 
could have brought them about. 

Only a short time before, and Esther 
had been living a quiet, secluded life, under 
the care of Mordecai; the Jews were a 
people but little esteemed in that country 
where once they had been captives ; while 
Hainan was the chief friend and counsellor 
of the king, with no apparent danger 
threatening him or his household, so long 
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as he was clever enough to keep in the 
favour of Ahasuerus. But the greatness 
of the honours heaped upon hiin had made 
him proud and insolent. If ever he had 
been grateful, that gratitude was lost in 
desire for further honours and advance- 
ment; and to secure his own ends, he 
would not scruple to commit any sin or 
injustice. No one throughout the country 
dared speak against the royal favourite ; 
no one would have ventured to accuse 
him, or to appeal against his cruelty. But 
though the friendship of Ahasuerus pro- 
tected him from men, he could not be 
concealed from God, who was looking 
down upon him from heaven, with the de- 
termination of punishing him. 

When the royal marriage of the king 
with Esther was proclaimed, Haman. 
joined in the feasting and rejoicing, little 
knowing that the young Jewish queen 
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would be the means, under Almighty 
God, of working his ruin, and the ruin 
of his family. But it was the divine 
purpose that Esther should, by her grace 
and beauty, win power over the heart of 
Ahasuerus, which was too dark and dull 
to be gained by anything higher and 
nobler than mere fairness of appearance ; 
and thus she should gain a hearing when 
she begged for the lives of the Jewish 
people, and accused Hainan of conspiring 
against her and them. 

There are many histories and examples 
of the protection with which God over- 
shadowed his people in ancient days, but 
no more striking example than this which 
is contained in the life of Esther ; so that 
as he looked round the city of Shushan, 
after the great day of death there, and 
saw the exaltation of the Jews, Mordecai 
might well say, "God hath done these 
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things," for he knew that with men it 
would have been impossible. 

The people of Israel always desired 
that their descendants should rightly 
understand the great events which befell 
them; so the history of all these things 
was carefully written down that it might 
never be forgotten in after-years, and 
Mordecai sent the papers far and near to 
the Jewish families, who would preserve 
them carefully, and bequeath them to 
their children. 

He also gave command that the days 
upon which they had been allowed to 
attack and slay their enemies, should not 
only be a time of feasting and rejoicing 
for that once, but that each year, as the 
time came round, they should make a 
solemn holiday to be celebrated with re- 
ligious ceremonies, in remembrance of the 
great goodness of God, in giving them the 
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victory over those who longed for their 
destruction. 

Besides rejoicing themselves when the 
anniversary came round, they were to 
share their gladness and feasting with 
others, not forgetting gifts to the poor 
and friendless. The Jews very willingly 
undertook to observe all these commands 
given by Mordecai ; and it was ordained 
that any one who disregarded them should 
be destroyed by sword and by fire, because 
it would be forgetful of the merciful 
providence of God, who had turned the 
day,of mourning and sadness into joy for 
them. 

The memory of this great deliverance 
has always been, and still is, celebrated 
by the Jews. The festival is called that 
of Purim, because on that day Haman 
cast the lot (Pur) to destroy them ; and it 
is preceded by a strict fast, after which 
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the thirteenth and fourteenth days of the 
twelfth month are given up to universal 
and unbounded rejoicings. The Book of 
Esther is then read aloud in the syna- 
gogue, where Jews of all ages are bound 
to be present ; and every time the name 
of Haman occurs in the reading, the 
whole congregation clap their hands and 
stamp their feet, and answer, " Let his 
memory perish ! " 

The history of Esther would hardly be 
complete, without speaking of a wonderful 
dream which Mordecai had, long before 
Esther was chosen to be the queen of 
Ahasuerus. One night, in a deep sleep, it 
seemed to him that there was a great 
tumult in the earth, which quaked and 
trembled, while thunder and lightning 
disturbed the air ; and in the midst of the 
noise, two great dragons appeared, ready 
to fight with each other. At their cry, 
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all the nations seemed to rise up against 
one nation, and that one was greatly- 
troubled and distressed, fearing death and 
making preparation for it. But in their 
fear the people cried to God ; and as they 
were crying, a little fountain which was 
in that land suddenly grew into a river, 
which became more and more abundant, 
and spread into many waters ; and a 
glorious light shone out over the troubled 
nation, and great power seemed to be 
given it, so that it overcame the other 
nations and destroyed them altogether. 
This was the dream of Mordecai when he 
was sleeping quietly in his bed one night ; 
and when the morning came, he rose iip 
thinking very much about this vision, 
which had seemed so clear and plain, and 
he wondered what it might signify, and 
whether God was going to bring some 
strange thing to pass. 

7 
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We know it to be both foolish and 
wrong to attribute any importance to the 
dreams which, in the ordinary way, visit 
us during the hours of sleep ; people who 
are always thinking there is some meaning 
in such things, are neither good nor happy. 
But it may happen, as a rare and unusual 
thing, that God speaks in the visions of 
the night; and in former generations it 
was more common for him to do so, and 
we find many instances in the Old Testa- 
ment of good and holy men receiving 
divine prophecies and messages thus. 
Knowing the histories of the patriarchs 
of earlier times, and remembering instances 
wherein God made known his will by the 
hidden meaning of a dream, Mordecai 
pondered much over the vision in which 
he had seen these two powerful dragons, 
and the nations which sought to destroy 
a weaker and smaller people ; and while 
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he thought, he grew more and more cer- 
tain that at some future time it would all 
be made plain to him. 

When all the wonderful events we have 
been speaking of had taken place, — when 
the Jews were rejoicing and triumphant, 
and Mordecai was the highest person after 
Ahasuerus throughout the city of Shushan, 
— he recollected the dream which had once 
visited him in the days when he was little 
known or esteemed among the Persians. 
Now he understood what those things 
signified. The little fountain which spread 
into the great river, refreshing and water- 
ing the land, was a sort of figure or like- 
ness of Esther, who had, by the royal 
marriage, been raised from her quiet, 
hidden life, to great honour and usefulness, 
and who had been the means of causing 
the sunlight of prosperity to shine out 
brightly and cheeringly upon the Jewish 
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people. The two dragons ready for com- 
bat were himself and Haman; and the 
troubled and oppressed nation was Israel, 
which cried in its fear and misery to the 
Lord, and he saved it from all evil, and 
gave it the victory over its enemies. 

We do not hear any more of Esther or 
of Mordecai in the Scriptures; we leave 
them in their joy and exaltation, dwelling 
in the spacious courts of the Eastern palace, 
with its soft divans and gold-embroidered 
cushions, its gardens planted with beau- 
tiful trees and flowering shrubs, where 
fountains play upon mosaic pavements, 
and the hot air is scented with the fra- 
grance of the rare blossoms of that land. 

But in closing our story of the strange 
events of their lives, we must seek to lay 
firm hold of the many lessons which are 
put before us. We see that although 
proud and wicked people may appear to 
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be prosperous and honoured, while God's 
people are despised and forgotten, it is 
only for a time. Even in this world the 
faithful servants of our Lord often meet 
with their reward ; but if we do not see it 
here, we shall do so in the next world, 
where they receive more than sufficient to 
make up for all they have suffered in 
their lives. But God hates pride, and 
although sometimes he only punishes it 
in this world by the misery of heart 
which none escape who are not in his 
grace and favour, it is almost always seen 
that the punishment of such people comes 
even before the eyes of men, and they 
lose the riches, or power, or esteem, they 
tried so hard to gain ; just as wicked Ha- 
inan did when his plot was discovered, 
and he sunk down from his high estate, 
and met the very doom he had devised for 
Mordecai. Besides the lesson of Gods 
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love for the humble of heart, we learn 
the reward of fidelity. Had Esther for- 
gotten her uncle and her own Jewish 
people when she was raised to the dignity 
of a queen, — had she turned from them in 
their distress, and refused to plead for 
them, or to own herself as one of their 
kindred, — God would surely have caused 
her to lose the favour of Ahasuerus, and 
be thrust down and disgraced like VashtL 
But she was faithful to her religion and 
to her people, — in their danger and distress 
she clung to them, and resolved to share 
in their sentence of death if it was carried 
out; and this faithfulness pleased God, 
and by his infinite power he brought 
about the deliverance of the Jews. That 
Mordecai should discover the treason of 
Bigthan and Teresh ; that the king some 
time after should be unable to sleep, and 
cause the history of his reign to be read 
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to him, and thus recall the service the 
Jewish man had rendered him, — all hap- 
pened by the special order of Divine 
Providence. And so we come to the 
great, chief lesson, of the protecting care 
of our good God. He is always watching 
over his children, amidst their dangers, 
and difficulties, and sorrows, ready to help 
when their need is greatest, just as he 
helped his Jewish people when a violent 
death seemed certainly their doom. With 
God for our friend, nothing can really 
harm us. Troubles may come — for in 
some way they always do happen to those 
he loves best — but he will bring us safely 
through every one, and give us peace and 
joy at last. People may try to injure us, 
speak falsely of us, and cost us many a 
grief and tear; but the knowledge that 
God loves us will make up for all the 
unkindness of fellow -creatures, whose 
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friendship is so uncertain and of so little 
value. Thus, if we are but faithful in our 
love to our Father in heaven, faithful in 
doing our duty as we pass through life, 
however hard and difficult it may seem, 
we, like Queen Esther of Scripture, shall 
receive an answer to our prayers ; we shall 
be preserved by the same divine pro- 
tection, and receive a reward far more to 
be desired than her bright crown of roy- 
alty — the unfading crown which is wait- 
ing for each one of God's own children. 
" Be thou faithful unto death, and I will 
give thee a crown of life." 
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